S ustained attempts have been made over the last 50 years to 'professionalize' the field of management. A dramatic increase in the number of business schools, the growing fraternity of MBAs, the booming business in continuing executive education, the rapid multiplication of professional associations and industry confederations, the mushrooming of management consultancies, and the burgeoning sale of books on topics such as quality, leadership, and excellence are some of the indicators of the intensity of this campaign.
Notwithstanding all these attempts at enhancing professionalism, there are growing signs of disillusionment with life in today's seemingly professional organizations. Employees complain of meaningless work, excessive stress, and increasing insecurity-all leading to a variety of stress-induced diseases. Hypertension and cardiac problems have become almost as normal as the common cold. Though pay and working conditions have undoubtedly improved over the years, the psychological quality of life in organizations has not; in fact, it has clearly deteriorated. Employees have little time left for themselves, their families, and for meeting their social obligations. As a result, they view their work merely as a necessary chore and not as an enriching, fulfilling experience. The rising turnover rate among employees and the mounting difficulty in attracting talented professionals as replacement are a manifestation of this disillusionment. So are the numerous stories about the dreaded 'Monday blues' and about how employees begin each week eagerly looking forward to the coming weekend.
No wonder then that Terkel (1972) prefaced his seminal book titled Working with the acerbic observation that "work is, by its very nature, about violence-to the spirit as well as the body… It is about…daily humiliations." This type of work leads to a parching of the human spirit rather than its fulfilment.
Added to the disillusionment of employees is the disenchantment of the general public. Because of the cumulative effect of corporate misdemeanours in the past and a spate of scandals recently, the image of management, especially of 'big business,' has been severely tarnished. To the common man on the street, it has virtually become a synonym for unrestrained greed and exploitation. It stands severely indicted for its unethical practices, environmental degradation, and social irresponsibility. One measure of the low esteem in which it is now held is the finding of a survey reported recently in The Economist (2003) that corporate leaders rank only a shade higher than second-hand car salesmen in the public's mind.
It is ironic that corporations that provide so much employment and produce so much wealth for society have come to such a pass. One possible explanation is that they have become professional only superficially. In their dealings with their employees, they still lack a deep understanding of what makes people tick. Therefore, they are unable to touch their hearts and to bring the best out of them. Similarly, they have shown great insensitivity in their dealings with the general public. They have been so obsessed with short-term results that they have forgotten the true purpose and the ultimate source of their performance. In brief, they seem to have lost their corporate heart and soul.
THE MISSING HEART
Good human resource management is first and foremost a matter of the heart. It hinges on genuine respect for other people, deep concern for their well-being, and abiding confidence in their capabilities. With such an attitude as the starting point, one can -in repeated enactments of the 'Pygmalion Effect'-enable those one leads to develop to the very limits of their potential.
However, the passion and commitment of Pygmalion is rare. The typical manager we encounter in our dayto-day work is so preoccupied with himself that he appears to have little time, respect or concern for others. His approach towards them is basically utilitarian; he uses -and often abuses -them for his own interests. He somehow drives people to do their assigned work and uses restrictive control systems to ensure that they do not deviate in any way from what they are told to do. When the work is done, he collects his rewards and moves on. Such exploitative managers only succeed in creating conditions under which human potential is stifled and work is reduced to being merely a necessary but demeaning and painful chore. Employees in most companies are left wearing shackles -not on their hands, but on their minds and spirits, unable to exercise their innovativeness and creativity.
In a bygone era, describing a person as being 'hard at work' implied that he was engaged in his craft with all his heart and passion. However, in the contemporary context, it is more likely to imply labour under duress. He exerts himself only physically but his heart and passion have been squeezed out.
Mindless repetition can reduce even a profound statement to being merely an empty, worn-out cliché. 'People are our most valuable assets' is a fine example of this phenomenon. Executives wanting to appear enlightened repeat it routinely. However, they do so mechanically and without much conviction -as is amply evident to any observer from their actual day-to-day behaviour. They appear far more preoccupied with meeting their narrow performance metrics and somehow clambering up the ladder of personal success than looking after the ordinary folks in their organizations. Instead of treating them as valuable assets to be cherished, handled with tender care, and protected zealously, they regard them either as mere tools to be used or as burdensome costs to be minimized and, therefore, often deal with them in ways that are clearly an affront to human dignity and self-respect.
Symptoms of the Malady
The inference that management today lacks the heart necessary for understanding and dealing effectively with people at work may be drawn from a series of observations: 'People-are-liabilities' mindset: Contrary to the popular belief about people being valuable assets, the topranking executives of today seem to be concerned only with the 'bottom line' and behave as if their employees are costly, unaffordable liabilities. They only calculate what they pay in terms of salaries and wages and feel that they would be better off saving on such payments. They do not see what wealth employees have produced already and what more they are capable of producing provided they are treated well. They lack the capacity to appreciate the innate creativity within their employees and the virtually limitless potential they have to overcome challenges or solve seemingly insurmountable problems. Therefore, they appear singularly obsessed with ways of getting rid of people -their biggest 'liabilities.' Downsizing spiral: The knee-jerk reaction of almost every company faced with intensified competition is to shed manpower -the same manpower eulogized so often in public as 'our most valuable assets.' In a complete reversal of thinking, it is suddenly described as 'unaffordable costs.' To make it appear less cruel than it actually is, it is referred to euphemistically as 'rightsizing.' But, call it by any name, the effect is the same: extremely painful for those who have their source of livelihood snatched away from them suddenly for reasons totally beyond their control.
The compulsions behind downsizing are easy to grasp. In a competitive market, companies have to acquire an edge over their rivals in one way or another. Among the options available is to gain a cost advantage. This requires a careful review of existing costs and identification of areas where reductions can be made. While searching for areas where greater economy can be achieved, attention invariably focuses on manpower costs. Salaries and wages paid to employees form a major component of costs. Therefore, when all other measures to reduce costs have proved insufficient, manpower is reduced to minimize the outflow on account of salaries and wages.
There is no denying that as organizations prosper and grow, they accumulate 'excess baggage' -or slack resources -everywhere. These may take the form of excess production capacity, inventory or even manpower. As long as the going is good, there is no pressure to reduce the slack. However, during an economic downturn or when competitive pressures mount, frantic attempts are made to minimize the slack resources. Therefore, it is quite understandable that the cost of maintaining the surplus manpower accumulated over the years also receives due attention.
There is no problem with downsizing as an extreme, one-time corrective measure. It can be regarded as surgery -painful but necessary. Unfortunately, however, experience shows that it has become a repetitive or addictive habit. Every time a company hits a road bump, it tends to resort to another round of manpower reduction. Thus, there is an unending spiral of intermittent or serial downsizing. Those who survive one round enjoy only a temporary reprieve; they are left guessing about when their turn to be axed will come next.
For those who are suddenly deprived of their source of livelihood, it is a traumatic, humiliating experience. Apart from the financial insecurity arising from losing their jobs, they lose their respectability in the eyes of their family members, professional peers, and society in general. And for those who are safe for now but waiting in the queue for their turn, the anxiety is debilitating. Seeing the heartlessness of their employer and the fate of their colleagues, they lose their commitment to work and their loyalty to the organization.
Repeated downsizing also raises some ethical questions:
• If ordinary workers are axed in the interest of economy, why is it that at the other end of the hierarchy, there are phenomenal increases in executive compensation? There was a time when organization designers were of the view that the highest salary should not be more than four times that of the lowest. On the contrary, we now have cases where the chief executive's compensation is 400 times that of the lowest paid employee! Thus, on the one hand, we hear about containing employee cost and, on the other, there are unjustifiable increases in executive compensation.
• Those who typically get axed are not the ones who had anything to do with accumulating excess manpower in the first place. The responsibility ought to lie with senior executives who saw the need for and authorized recruitment of additional employees. The decision-makers who were instrumental in the build-up rarely, if ever, pay the price for their mistakes. It would be safe to assume that they go up to bigger things in their company. But, those who were persuaded to accept employment are the ones who unwittingly bear the burden of separation. • Except in rare cases (e.g., Tata Steel), the separation is managed without any consideration for human dignity. Nothing except a paltry compensation is offered for years of service. In effect, people are turned out ignominiously. Should committed, loyal employees be dispensed with so cheaply and callously?
In the final analysis, we must not ignore fundamental truths. It is possible to temporarily boost productivity by restructuring and downsizing but it is not possible to sustain high productivity and innovation without winning the hearts of employees. In many ways, downsizing is like anorexia; it can make one leaner and thinner but not necessarily healthier. Mechanistic culture: All natural species flourish best when surrounded by an environment conducive to their growth -possessing the requisite level of warmth, nourishment, security, and support. On the other hand, when the environment turns hostile, they all suffer and slide towards extinction. This is the law of nature. As in nature, so too in organizations. People who work in an organization also require an environment -organizational culture -conducive to their growth. When it has the appropriate character, it energizes everyone coming under its influence to be highly productive and creative. But, if the culture is a contrasting one, then human potential is stifled and growth is stunted.
Unfortunately, we are not so adept at cultivating such nurturing environments. One reason for this shortcoming is our inability to think organically as we should about living beings. Instead, in our attempt to appear scientific, we have become mechanistic in our approach to people at work. There is little trace of feeling, respect or empathy. Our attitude is even reflected in the names given to tools of man management: leveraging human assets; human capital management; human resource accounting; reengineering and restructuring; outplacement; outsourcing; talent management; flattening; delayering; downsizing or rightsizing; competency mapping; PMS, 360 degree, and consequence management. It would not be surprising if an uninitiated person were to mistake them as references to mechanical objects rather than to ordinary people. How motivated are they likely to be after they have been flattened, de-layered, restructured, reengineered, rightsized, and leveraged?
In their eagerness to appear scientific, companies often hastily adopt fashionable techniques. In their unwarranted haste, however, they almost invariably fail to fully internalize the values underlying such techniques. Their superficial understanding and mechanical application inevitably results in poor implementation. Even intrinsically good techniques, therefore, degenerate into empty rituals and fail to yield the desired results.
All popular aphorisms have a flip side and can be debated. But one that we have started to accept blindly says: 'What gets measured, gets done.' Because there is a good amount of truth in it, we have now taken measurement to an extreme -without being aware of its shortcomings. HR professionals today want to measure behaviour minutely: aptitudes, attitudes, values, commitment, loyalty, integrity, competencies, satisfaction, performance, and potential. This fetish for measurement or 'numerical myopia' is being pursued at the expense of the developmental responsibility of human resource management. Much could be gained by paying greater attention to the creation of an environment or culture conducive to enthusiasm and excitement than to measuring them. We need to pursue this course more out of conviction and passion than something driven by artificial measures. It needs to be understood that trying to measure with more precision what is essentially abstract and 'unmeasurable' is futile and can only lead to erroneous inferences.
We have discarded time-tested notions such as 'organizational loyalty' and 'belongingness' as old-fashioned. Instead, we are cultivating a culture more suited to mercenaries. Motivation is no longer through an emotional bond between employees and their organization but through money and other extrinsic rewards. 'Perform and get rich' appears to be the new motto. Those who are not adequately motivated by such incentives have no value or place. As a result, there is no commitment or loyalty left either way; organizations are not committed to their employees and vice versa.
We need to get back to fundamentals. The elementary, but still relevant, teachings of Maslow and Herzberg implore us to appeal to the noble, self-actualizing needs of professionals through a set of real 'motivators' -job content and work environment -rather than short-term, but expensive, 'hygiene' improvements.
Leadership or lack of it:
There is a myth that people rise to leadership positions by virtue of their merit. The reality, however, is that people reach there more often because of their proficiency in organizational politics or by accident. One measure of this is the number of CEOs and other high-ranking executives who have eventually been dismissed because they did not measure up to the requirements of their role. The evidence is even stronger in the case of political leaders.
What if one is really wanting in merit? As the Chinese philosopher, Guanzi, said: "If a person rises to a level of authority that exceeds his virtue, all will suffer." If Guanzi is correct, then we can imagine the amount of damage caused to the morale, culture, and team-work in organizations where persons have risen undeservedly to key positions of leadership.
Leadership behaviours that are common and that sap the energy and enthusiasm of people include:
• Preoccupation with self-promotion and self-aggrandisement rather than focusing on organizational health and the well-being of all members.
• Using people as 'stepping stones' and discarding them subsequently without the rewards due to them.
• Divide and rule tactics to secure one's own position.
• Stealing credit from those who actually deserve it for their work or ideas.
• Excessive control over professionals who have the capability and the desire to work independently; not empowering them to perform their roles effectively.
• Whimsical, ad-hoc decision-making; inconsistency in thinking; lack of clarity about long-term direction.
• Management by fear.
• Unrestrained ambition and greed; lack of financial integrity and intellectual dishonesty.
• Keeping people in the dark -not communicating regularly and clearly with them.
• Insufficient attention to the development of the people one works with. The need of the hour is for a new breed of leaders who are also good social architects. They should be skilled in crafting environments in which eager individuals feel wanted, work together successfully, and deploy their creative potential to the maximum extent possible.
THE MISSING SOUL
What marks a successful life? In this increasingly materialistic world, we may be tempted to judge a person simply by the amount of wealth he has accumulated. However, relying fully on a single measure would be a gross mistake for two significant reasons. First, it ignores the means employed to accumulate one's wealth and the uses to which it has finally been put. Respectable wealth must be acquired legitimately and used unselfishly. Second, it overlooks the multidimensional nature of life. One does not exist solely for accumulating wealth; one must also be concerned about the social, cultural, and spiritual aspects of one's life. Therefore, there are multiple requirements for success. In the end, one ought to be judged by a composite measure of how one has lived life taken in its totality. It must be distinguished by an upliftment of the human spirit and soul.
It is important to remember that the noble personalities of history, the ones we regard as role-models, were not necessarily the wealthiest; they are revered because they left behind a rich legacy of achievements in multiple areas and lived according to values which are universally treasured.
The same reasoning should apply to corporations also. Like individuals, they too have multiple facets. Therefore, it is difficult to capture their success in one measure alone. Single-minded success appears empty after a while. Though management texts proclaim profit maximization as the central purpose, it is the equivalent of saying that an individual's life ought to be judged mainly by his personal wealth. In essence, profits are like oxygen -essential for survival -but not the purpose of it.
Profits are important and should be used as one of the several measures of success. However, we must also be concerned about how profits are earned and what uses they are put to. If they are earned by questionable means and are appropriated by a small group of owners or high-ranking executives mostly for their own benefit, they would not be regarded by the society as being of much value. Like successful individuals, good corporations too are expected to conform to social norms and contribute to the well-being of people and communities around them. Through their products, services, and all their related business activities, they are expected to enhance the quality of life of everyone who comes in contact with them. There is a higher purpose, and standard of success, than mere profit-making.
This does not mean that profits are not important. In fact, it is very essential for business enterprises to be profitable; otherwise, they will not be able to continue operations. However, being profitable -though necessary -is not a sufficient reason for their existence. After making their profits, they must focus on serving all their stakeholders and constituencies. In the end, they must be seen as adding value to the society in general. If, after making profits, they also succeed in enriching the society, they would have met both the necessary and sufficient conditions of effectiveness.
Enhancing shareholder value has become the driving 'mantra' of modern management. The assumption is that the shareholder is a person who has taken risk in putting his hard-earned money into a new venture. To justify his risk, the organization must give him a rate of return higher than he would have got elsewhere. The problem with this assumption is that the shareholder community is a very diversified one; it now includes both the initial shareholders who bore the risk while founding a company and short-term speculators who subsequently 'parked' their money in it as a speculative investment. The first group of investors -or entrepreneurs -has a strong commitment to make their venture succeed. For them, their company is like a dream project. They put their heart and soul into making it succeed. They support it through all its ups and downs. The second group of speculative financial investors is more mercenary in its outlook. They are only riding piggyback on the entrepreneurs in the hope that their share value will appreciate fast at which stage they will 'book their profits' and take their money away to speculate on another promising enterprise. They take little pride in building it through sustained effort or interest. In essence, they are fair-weather investors. They have no abiding commitment to make the enterprise succeed. Should both types of shareholders be treated the same way? Should maximizing the gains of speculators be the driving motive of management? Also, why is financial equity of the shareholder considered to be the only equity? What about the 'intellectual capital' of employees who, in addition to providing their 'sweat capital' -their hard physical labour -are constantly thinking of technological improvements to raise efficiency and productivity or new products and services to win customers? In this knowledge-based era, it is this intellectual capital that gives a company its greatest competitive advantage. What about the 'goodwill equity' of the community in which an organization exists? Apart from providing it with much-needed support services, the people of that community also put up with many inconveniences resulting directly from its operations; for example, air, noise, and water pollution.
What is a company? We need to reflect on this crucial question. It must be understood first as the creation of entrepreneurs who establish it to serve a societal, not a selfish, need. Second, it is a place where a group of people -employees -come together to create fulfilling lives for themselves. They both succeed in reaching their respective ends only by contributing to society in general. Third, in order to succeed, the company needs to be efficient and profitable.
As companies grow and legal ownership passes into the hands of financial investors, the interests of shareholders squeeze out other interests. Eventually, firms that were created to serve society get transformed to ones serving only their shareholders. This is the tragedy of modern organizations.
Much of the evidence around us suggests that managements today are engaged in almost a single-minded pursuit of profits and shareholder value. They are under intense pressure from the speculative financial community to promise and deliver virtually unreasonable returns; they have become victims of the 'quarter-byquarter mentality' promoted by them.
Symptoms of the Malady
Thanks to a series of scandals and a litany of other misdemeanours registered over the years, the image of big business, along with the reputation of high-level executives, is on a steady decline. As a result, any keen observer is prompted to infer that modern corporations are tending to lose their 'souls.' Among the chief reasons for such an inference are: Misrepresentation: Many corporations that were held in high esteem only a short while ago have been exposed for breaking laws, tampering with their accounts, and deceiving their stakeholders. For example, one study showed that the proforma earnings announced by the top 100 NASDAQ companies in the first nine months of 2001 exceeded audited profits by $100 billion. Even the audited figures overstated actual profits by a big margin. Also, there is 'breaking news' about the chief executive of Shell coming under intense fire for having misled the public about his company's proven oil reserves. It appears that they were exaggerated by at least 25 per cent in order to artificially boost the company's valuation.
These are not isolated cases. Numerous examples of such gross misrepresentation have come to light in recent times. They even include many venerable names from the 'Fortune 500' list. Mistrust: A recent survey by Gallup indicates that 82 per cent of the public no longer trusts management for taking proper care of the shareholders; 90 per cent do not trust them for taking care of the employees; and up to 95 per cent in some countries believe that their management only looks after itself. It is frightening that the society's wealth and well-being are in the hands of people with so little credibility. Unethical conduct: Many corporate icons have been knocked off their high pedestals by startling revelations of their misconduct in office. The range of their misdemeanour includes insider trading, misappropriation of corporate funds for personal use, concealing information about the hazardous side-effects of their products and production processes, throwing prudence aside to pursue megalomaniac schemes solely to pander to their inflated egos, fabricating performance data to lull stakeholders into believing that all is well with their company -when the truth is otherwise -with the intention of manipulating their bonus earnings and dishonest trade practices. It ought to disturb us that an increasing number of business leaders are being caught on the wrong side of the law.
Misgovernance:
The Enron debacle and a series of similar scams in high-profile companies have underscored the need for tightening governance standards. It is quite clear that the boards of directors have failed in their duty to ensure probity, transparency, accountability, and fairness in the conduct of important business. With virtually no checks and balances they exercised absolute power and ended up abusing them. As a result, improved governance has risen to the top of the corporate, and even political, agenda in many countries.
Social irresponsibility:
Corporate activity is doubleedged: it results in both gains and losses for the society. The gains are in the form of needed goods and services, employment, and economic development. These outcomes are the ones that have traditionally been highlighted. But, there are concurrent, countervailing losses that are often most conveniently overlooked. Industrial activity is notable for consuming large quantities of natural resources and, in the end, generating a variety of harmful effluents. The cumulative effect of the wanton exploitation of natural resources and the unrestrained discharge of waste material has caused incalculable, and perhaps irreparable, damage to our planet's environment. The list of indictments is long: air and water pollution; deforestation; greenhouse effect; ozone depletion; climate change; and chemical poisoning. Nevertheless, most companies have disowned responsibility for the environmental devastation wreaked by them.
Corporations are embedded in society. Therefore, they cannot disassociate themselves from its general health. But, that is precisely what many of them appear to be doing. They are preoccupied with their own narrow interests and are watching the worsening scene around them like idle spectators. They continue with their single-minded pursuit of financial profit ignoring the threatening social problems around them: unemployment, illiteracy, urban decay, health, corruption, etc. At best, to clear their conscience, they indulge in PR-oriented philanthropy. But, what is needed is their active involvement in mitigating these problems.
Anti-business sentiment: The mistrust described above has led some towards activism. They are mounting an increasingly strident campaign against big business and institutions associated with them. Notice, for instance, the popular outrage against the WTO and WEF -both of which are seen as symbols of the rich and of big business. Their critics claim that they are doing a great deal of harm to poor economies: plundering natural resources with scant respect for the environment; using obsolete, even hazardous, technologies that endanger the lives of employees and the neighbouring communities; expropriating the profits; and not reinvesting enough in the economies from which the profits were earned.
Unfortunately, most companies still regard social responsibility and sustainable development as noble but impractical ideas. At best, they are willing to comply with laws but not take any initiatives on their own. It must, however, go beyond simple compliance with existing laws because laws are always several steps behind what is required. It enjoins them to do even better.
Also, sustainability should go beyond concern for the environment alone. It must also consider human factors, e.g., balance between work and other parts of life. This imbalance is a major cause of stress in work life.
THE REMEDY
For a significant breakthrough in organizational performance and overall effectiveness, there is an urgent need for reorienting the prevailing approaches to dealing with employees and our mindset about corporate purpose.
Rekindling the Heart
Dealings with people must be founded on respect and a deep Pygmalion-like conviction in their innate creativity and potential. It must be presumed at the start that they naturally yearn for challenges to overcome, opportunities to innovate, and excel in whatever they do. All they require is a genuinely supportive environment and a persevering, diligent coach to show the way.
But, neither such respect nor such conviction comes naturally to us. Victims of over-sized egos, we tend to be far too preoccupied with ourselves to show sufficient respect for others. We also lack the keen eye to see the hidden potential in people; nor do we have the diligence to develop them. Because of lack of respect for others and our inability to recognize their true potential, much of management as it is practised today is about controlling behaviour based on a suspicion that people cannot be relied upon to act responsibly on their own. They need tough-minded superiors to direct them properly and monitor all that they do. The primary task of management then is to nurture the kind of environment in which the wonderful minds of people can go to work and their latent potential can be fully realized. Some of the measures that can be used for this purpose are as follows: Appoint the right person: The behavioural style of a leader at any level directly impacts all those who work under him. If he possesses Pygmalion-like qualities, he is certain to inspire and extract the best out of his team. However, if he lacks those qualities, he is likely to treat them in ways that raise their psychological defences. A defensive attitude is not conducive to giving off one's best. Therefore, appointing the right leader makes all the difference.
To use a metaphor made famous by Collins (2001) , the transformation of organizations requires that the wrong leaders occupying various positions be first 'taken off the bus' and their seats be given to more deserving candidates. Unless this change is made, there is little hope of any strategy working effectively.
It is not enough to suggest people-orientation as one among several criteria for selecting a leader. We must go beyond and insist on it as one that cannot be compromised. No matter what other credentials a person has, if he does not have the requisite level of peopleorientation, he is not a fit candidate to head a team. An otherwise competent person could do a great deal of damage if he turns out to be obsessed with his personal interest, has an exaggerated ego, behaves arrogantly, is power-hungry, competes unfairly or is vindictive in nature. The damage he is likely to cause in the first place cannot easily be undone; no amount of HR sophistry is sufficient for this purpose.
Therefore, the first step towards putting the heart back into organizations is to ensure that only individuals who value and respect others are appointed to leadership positions. Their subsequent growth should depend on how successful they have been in marshalling their human resources. The acid test of their leadership is the spirit and morale of their people.
They must be masters of the art of fostering a sense of belonging and ownership, commitment and organizational loyalty, and igniting the passions of people to aim for ever-increasing standards of performance.
Treat people like assets, not liabilities: Unless an organization is in the habit of collecting misfits, it must look upon its people as priceless assets. Therefore, all its efforts must be directed towards making them feel wanted and enhancing their value.
In a crisis, there is a temptation to live by disposing off one's assets. This may be justified as a temporary measure; but it cannot be sustained -it is the surest route to eventual bankruptcy.
In the final analysis, prosperity derives from accumulating and strengthening one's asset-base. This principle must translate into measures to keep an organization's workforce intact and taken care of properly. We must find ways of escaping the vicious cycle of downsizing as this is the way to eventual growth. Democratize: All organizations are essentially hierarchical. What distinguishes one from another is the nature of its hierarchy: how power is distributed and wielded. At one extreme are highly regimented, centralized organizations where all power is concentrated in the hands of a few key functionaries at the very top. Most members of such organizations are merely expected to do what they are told. At the other end are organizations where power is shared equitably. There is inner democracy; people at all levels are involved and have an effective voice in day-to-day decision-making.
The degree of inner democracy is an important determinant of the attitudes of the professionals. In general, the greater the democracy, the more involved and empowered they feel; they develop a sense of belonging and ownership. Under such conditions, they are able to give off their best.
Therefore, the route to the heart of employees is not through extrinsic inducements -but through genuine democratization of management processes. Every effort must be made to prevent power-hungry individuals from usurping power. Inner democracy must be promoted and protected until it matures and becomes indelibly ingrained in the corporate DNA. Invest generously in culture-building: With the right person in place, the task of fostering the desired culture becomes a lot easier. The essential ingredients of this culture are:
• Respect for people; enhancement of their sense of self-esteem.
• Getting each individual to identify with the organization by cultivating a sense of ownership and belonging and encouraging involvement. These may sound old-fashioned but are still very potent virtues.
• Liberal empowerment at all levels; professionals are given ample 'space' to work independently and according to their own judgment. Controls are exercised only by exception.
• Engaging people fully in their work and, thereby, motivating them to excel themselves. There is sufficient understanding of the futility and expense of trying to motivate through external inducements only.
• Open, timely communication in all directions with a view to uniting hearts and minds.
• Emphasis on teamwork and trust; developing a sense of 'community.' • Appreciation of the good work of team members; fairness in rewarding them.
• Attention to personal growth and development.
• Absence of fear (of superiors or of committing mistakes).
• Encouragement for continuous organizational learning and sharing of knowledge. As culture cannot be imported, simply imitating practices from other companies is of little consequence. For culture to take deep roots, it is essential that all members share common values and live strictly by them. Our 'talk' and our 'walk' must reinforce one another consistently. Cultivate right attitudes: It is worth remembering that success in building the kind of culture described above does not depend on fancy, pseudo-scientific HR tools; it is more linked to having the right attitudes towards people in the first place. Tools are merely artefacts; by themselves, they are incapable of achieving anything. What matters is who wields the tools and how. A person with the right attitudes can do wonders with them (or even without them). But, a person who does not have the essential attitudes will use the same tools to do more damage than good.
Rekindling the Soul
Mundane profit-making or shareholder value cannot be the only driving force behind organizational activity. There has to be a more fundamental, grander, largerthan-life reason why so many people struggle so hard to set organizations up and then strive even harder to make them perform well.
Organizations can be regarded as truly successful when they enrich or contribute to the well-being of all who come in contact with them. Therefore, the measures of performance must go beyond the conventional financial indicators. They are far too restrictive; they address only the needs of financial investors but ignore the less visible, but no less important, investments made by other stakeholders. We must begin to measure organizational success in terms of contributions to all of them.
The time has come for us to invent new measures such as Total Returns to Community (TRTC) and Returns on Total Capital (ROTC) to supplement the traditional financial indicators we have been relying upon so long. These should focus on the gains or outcomes from the viewpoint of all parties that have invested their resources, financial or otherwise, in an organization.
The key initiatives required to reawaken the corporate soul are as follows: Follow ethical conduct: Gaining competitive advantage is important. But, so are the means employed in the process. Any competitive edge that is acquired by taking undue advantage of others is worth little and cannot be sustained for the simple reason that it invites retaliation. Therefore, organizations must insist on following ethical standards in all their actions. Each stakeholder must be dealt with fairly; there must be no attempt to gain by deceiving them. Once such a mistake is committed, corporate reputation suffers irreparable damage. Remember: reputation is fragile. Like china is never the same once it is cracked, reputation is difficult to restore once it is sullied. Appoint ethical people: Like people-orientation, personal integrity must be regarded as a non-negotiable criterion for appointments to a responsible position. Regardless of one's numerous credentials, one ought not to be put in a leadership role unless one first passes the basic tests of integrity. If anyone with questionable integrity somehow acquires such a role, he is very likely to abuse his powers for personal gains. This will weaken and ultimately kill the very organization he was chosen to lead.
The power of one's leadership is multiplied manifold when, in addition to integrity, it is guided by a holistic outlook towards the purpose of any corporate activity -or of life itself. High emotional and spiritual -not necessarily religious -quotients are the hallmarks of leaders with such holistic minds. They aim at delivering the maximum benefit to the maximum number of people rather than serving either their own or the narrow interests of a privileged few. They are cast in the mould of Jamsetji Tata (Harris, 1958) . Improve governance: Boards must come alive and assert themselves. Their intended role is to give an overall sense of direction to management -and to ensure that all corporate affairs are conducted with full propriety in accordance with accepted norms. To play this role effectively, they need to act independently. Unfortunately, many boards have surrendered their independence. They have become pliable tools in the hands of overpowering managements; they merely attach their seal of approval to whatever their 'masters' want done. This abject failure is the common cause of almost all the corporate scandals recorded in recent times.
Many of the initiatives taken to improve governance are, regrettably, quite misguided. They aim merely at tightening the statutory requirements. As a result, there are a host of new regulations about the number of 'independent' directors and the composition of various committees. But, simply enacting new statutes does not guarantee compliance; there has to be an underlying culture based on respect for the law. What is overlooked is that a director does not become independent simply by designating him so nor does a committee. The need is really for true independence of mind and character.
When boards are made up of such fiercely independent personalities, they will be able to direct and oversee the corporate functioning effectively and ensure the fulfilment of societal, rather than merely narrow, sectoral objectives. They will begin to function like the corporate conscience. Get socially-oriented: Social responsibility has for long remained a fashionable subject of conversation at seminars but there is little evidence of it in practice. The time has now come for us to pay more serious attention to it.
Each organization has countless dealings, directly or indirectly, with members of the community in which it is embedded. Therefore, it affects their lives in numerous ways. Based on their collective experiences, they articulate their expectations from it in exchange for the material and moral support they provide. All indications are that they are becoming increasingly vocal and insistent in their demands that management commit resources to fulfil their expectations. Social responsibility is all about understanding these expectations and trying to meet them to the extent possible.
Every community has its quota of problems. These have traditionally been assumed to be the responsibility of governmental or social organizations rather than that of business corporations. However, given the symbiotic relationship between business and society, management can no longer disown responsibility for addressing such social issues. With the impressive resources at their command and their track record of efficiency in day-today operations, they must step in to take a more active role.
In view of their limited resources, however, organizations must guard against assuming responsibility for all social malaise. It would be more prudent to focus on selected areas where they can make a visible impact. The rest should be left for other agencies more qualified for the purpose.
The management's focus must first be concentrated on the negative consequences of organizational activity. To begin with, there is environmental degradation connected with extraction of raw materials and exploitation of other natural resources. Second, there are numerous problems arising from the combustion of large quantities of fossil fuels to power machines. Third, there are also problems relating to disposal of polluted, toxic effluents and other solid waste matter. Finally, there are the unanticipated side-effects of consuming their products. All these combine to cause incalculable damage to society. Since they arise directly from organizational activity, management is under a deep moral, and even legal, obligation to mitigate the consequences of its actions. Unfortunately, this responsibility has been largely evaded in the past leaving hapless individuals to suffer the painful consequences.
Social responsibility, however, is not limited only to ameliorating damage caused to society directly, albeit inadvertently, by a company. It goes a big step further to address some social malaise not directly of its making. Each community may be plagued by a unique set of social problems. It is incumbent upon the managements of firms operating there to identify some of these and commit resources to redressing them. Therefore, a socially responsible company is expected to evaluate its community's varied needs and expectations and select a few areas where it feels it can make a meaningful contribution -either alone or in association with other like-minded partners. These could range from basic literacy to higher education, health care, vocational training, afforestation, water harvesting, sports, arts, and culture.
Such initiatives are consistent with a principle enshrined in the German constitution: "Property imposes duties. Its use should also serve the public well" (Article 14, section 2). Extending this principle to the managements of private business implies very clearly that they too have an obligation to use their corporate wealth for the common good.
Dave Packard, the legendary co-founder of HP, instilled in it a value system that is largely responsible for its enviable public image:
I think many people assume, wrongly, that a company exists simply to make money. While this is an important result of a company's existence, we have to go deeper and find the real reasons for our being. As we investigate this, we inevitably come to the conclusion that a group of people get together and exist as an institution that we call a company so that they are able to accomplish something collectively that they could not accomplish separately -they make a contribution to society, a phrase which sounds trite but is fundamental. Tata Steel is undoubtedly the best example of social responsibility in India. It spends enormous amounts of money on a wide array of activities to ameliorate the pressing social problems in its hinterland. The excellence of its work has made it a truly benchmark company. JRD Tata, one of the most distinguished chairmen in its history, articulated its driving philosophy very eloquently: "No success or achievement in material terms is worthwhile unless it serves the needs or interests of the country and its people and is achieved by fair and honest means."
CONCLUSION
Merely to survive and prosper is not enough. Organizations must also leave behind indelible footprints in the sands of time. To be able to do so, they need to first make the best possible use of their employee community or their human resources. More than a battery of quasiscientific HR tools, this requires that management has its 'heart in the right place.' It must understand the inner aspirations and motivations of the people and deal with them in ways that, apart from getting the best performance out of them, also make them feel wanted and enhance their self-esteem. In addition, corporations must not spend all their time and effort only in the pursuit of profits and market capitalization; they must also strive for a nobler cause. Instead of being mere economic machines, they ought to take on the character of de Geus' (1997) 'living company' -flowing like a perennial, timeless river nourishing everything along its course. Imbued with a sensitive conscience and an enlightened 'soul,' they must aim at improving the quality of life of all those who come in contact with them to the maximum extent possible. They should regard this not as a peripheral but a primary objective. Such causes give meaning and purpose to their existence.
